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Participatory Development in Thailand: A Review of Some
Relevant Literature
Missingham, B (Preface: Walker, A)
Integrated Catchment Assessment and Management (iCAM) Centre
Preface
This review of literature related to participation and development in Thailand
was commissioned as part of the Integrated Water Resources Assessment and
Management (IWRAM) Framework Project. In its inception the IWRAM
project placed considerable emphasis on the development of participatory
processes in relation to water resource management. The primary objective of
these participatory activities was to develop land and water use options based
on the “visions, resources, options” framework. Over the course of the project
the emphasis has shifted away from the development of new participatory
processes to the support of existing and emerging participatory processes in
northern Thailand. The IWRAM Decision Support System is the key tool for
the provision of this support. This change in emphasis has occurred for several
reasons:
During extensive discussions with stakeholders it became clear that there
are numerous participatory initiatives at various stages of development in
northern Thailand. Some of these are documented in this working paper.
These initiatives have been encouraged, in part, by decentralising elements
in the new Thai constitution and by the establishment of a new “layer” of
local administration, the Tambon (Subdistrict) Administrative
Organisations (TAO). Given that many of these initiatives are recent and
the TAO, in particular, are at an early stage of development it was not
desirable or appropriate to be assessing existing forms of resource
participation or to be proposing even more new forms. This would have
been unnecessary duplication and could easily have been seen as
something externally imposed on a rapidly developing participatory
environment.
During discussions of these issues with stakeholders and collaborators it
became clear that the most appropriate role for the IWRAM project was to
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support the development of these resource planning and management
initiatives, without making premature judgements on which initiatives may
be most “desirable”. A clear message to emerge was that a range of
government agencies and NGOs which are involved in developing
participatory resource management would benefit from robust and user-
friendly information and simulation tools. As such, the collaborative
development of a “decision support” tool became the primary focus of
IWRAM’s activity.
As foreshadowed in the IWRAM proposal, a key objective of participatory
resource management is the collaborative development of land and water
use options. However, IWRAM has not focussed on the development and
evaluation of specific options for a number of reasons. As indicated above,
resource use option development is taking place in a wide number of
newly developing forums and introduction of a new set of options into this
environment did not seem desirable. The view was taken that IWRAM’s
efforts should be directed towards supporting the development and
assessment of scenarios (some of which may be developed into options),
rather than option development per se.
During discussions with stakeholders it also became clear that one of the
key contributions that IWRAM could make was to encourage resource
planners to explore the way complex catchment systems operate, assessing
and modifying their own assumptions and expectation as they do so. In
accordance with this aim the Decision Support System has been designed
so that modelling assumptions are transparent and the user is encouraged
to view, question and modify the assumptions where appropriate. This
more open, adaptive and iterative process seemed a more desirable
outcome in a rapidly evolving resource management environment that the
presentation of preferred options which tend to be framed by the
assumptions underlying their development.
Despite this change in emphasis this paper makes a valuable contribution to
the IWRAM Project by clearly documenting the emerging participatory
environment in which resource management increasingly takes place.
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IWRAM’s aim is to provide robust and user-friendly tools that can lend
support to these resource management and planning processes.
Participation: Theories, Definitions and Critiques
Theories and Definitions
This review focuses on the theory and practice of participation in development
programs in the ‘Third World’, with particular emphasis on highland
development projects in Thailand. Even a fairly quick review of the literature
reveals that ‘participation’ cannot be tied down to a single, uncontested
definition. Participation encompasses a range of conceptual definitions and
practices which vary according to the institutional position,  perspective of its
users and field in which it is applied. Moreover, the meanings and practices of
participation have changed and evolved during the previous two decades as
the concept grew in influence, development agencies dealt with practical
issues of implementation, and accounts and critiques emerged in the
development and academic literature.
Ideas of participatory development can be traced back forty years or so (Hall
1988), but it is important to remember that the term has a much longer history
in debates (in Western countries) over the meaning and practice of democracy.
Participatory democracy implies the active involvement of all citizens in the
decision-making processes of government (Green 1993). This notion of
participation as a way of democratizing development activities has been taken
up in many contemporary definitions and approaches discussed here. I also
foreshadow this here because such broader meanings of participation as
democratization have become influential in official policy documents in
Thailand, such as the current constitution and National Economic and Social
Development Plan, which are reviewed below.
According to (Rahnema 1992:117) the concept of participation was first used
in development discourse about the Third World in the late 1950s. At that time
some social activists and development workers began to criticize the
prevailing technocratic, top-down approaches to development and to advocate
the participation of the intended beneficiaries of development projects. By the
1970s even the real power brokers of development, powerful national and
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international development agencies, such as the World Bank, had recognized a
"structural crisis" in which poverty and social inequality were increasing
despite several decades of development efforts. A growing number of studies
and critiques of top-down development  demonstrated that it usually failed to
meet the needs of the poor, largely because “the decisions are made by experts
far removed from the people and their needs, and implemented through
structures intended to be more responsive to central direction than local
reality” (Korten and Alfonso 1983:2).
The sudden popularity and widespread advocacy of participation during the
1980s and 1990s grew out of this perceived failure of previous approaches to
development. Advocates argued that "whenever people were locally involved,
and actively participating, in the projects, much more was achieved with much
less..." (Rahnema 1992:117). As development agencies rapidly incorporated
the term into their development discourse, participation acquired many
different interpretations and definitions. The rhetoric of participation could be
employed within just about every ideological perspective (Hall 1988).
In the 1980s the United Nations advocated a process that involved relocating
power over the resources, planning and implementation of rural development
to local people who have been previously excluded from such power (Midgley
1986; Turton 1987). According to the UN definition, participation requires:
the voluntary and democratic involvement of people in (a) contributing
to the development effort, (b) sharing equitably in the benefits derived
therefrom and (c) decision-making in respect of setting goals,
formulating policies and planning and implementing economic and
social development programmes (Midgley 1986:25).
This approach emphasizes local organizations as the venues which would
provide opportunities for rural people to speak and act collectively. The call
for participation, therefore, has an important political dimension: it implies a
transformation in the relations of power between bureaucratic agencies and
local communities to give local people greater access to state resources,
technical knowledge and other forms of support.
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In terms of development discourse1, similar conceptualizations of participation
have been widely adopted by international, national and non-governmental
agencies (Slocum and Thomas-Slayter 1995). In particular, the need for local
organizations (or local institutions) to act as the vehicles for collective,
cooperative planning and implementation of development activities has been
widely promoted as a key process in participatory development.
A good recent example is the OECD Development Centre's research project
on "Promoting Participatory Development through Local Institutions"
(Schneider and Libercier 1995). The Development Centre adopts a definition
of participation that is very similar to approaches taken in the Thai highland
development projects reviewed below:
Genuine participation means that people should be involved
throughout the project or pr gramme cycle, from the design stage
through monitoring and evaluation. Mere consultation of the people
should no longer be considered as sufficient, nor should participation
be limited to the implementation of activities previously defined from
outside (Schneider and Libercier 1995:10).
They argue that community-based organizations provide the key "instruments
of participation". Local organizations increase local people's capacity to access
and mobilize resources and benefit from economies of scale, "facilitate
communication between projects and people", and increase local autonomy
and hence the sustainability of development activities. They are the starting
point for building networks which may enable local people to "gain influence
over policy and legal issues at the local and higher levels" (Schneider and
Libercier 1995:11). Furthermore, they see participatory development as a
social process which requires "a careful and often lengthy process of
observation, analysis and consultation" with the different "stakeholders" or
                                                          
1 Here I follow several recent studies which draw on the work of Foucalt to analyze how the
meanings and practices of development are socially constructed and disseminated (Hobart
1993; Escobar 1995; Gardner and Lewis 1996; Grillo 1997). Grillo (1997:12) provides a
useful definition: “A discourse… identifies appropriate and legitimate ways of practicing
development as well as speaking and thinking about it”.  Moreover, as Grillo states,
development discourses also define the ‘problem’ (ie ‘poverty’), the ‘subjects’ (ie target
communities) and appropriate agents to carry out development (ie who are the expert?).
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groups in the intended beneficiary population. It involves "the need for
flexibility in planning and organization of a project" so that implementation
involves "a learning process for all involved" (Schneider and Lib rcier
1995:11).
Now, in the late 1990s, the approach to participation in the discourse of some
development agencies is shifting from “popular participation” to “stakeholder
participation”. This is most clearly expressed in the World Bank Participation
Sourcebook (IBRD/World Bank 1996). In this sourcebook the World Bank
advocates a change of emphasis away from popular participation models that
focussed mainly on the involvement of the poor and disadvantaged (that is, the
intended beneficiaries), to a recognition that other "stakeholders" also
influence the outcomes of development projects. These “stakeholders” include
local beneficiaries, government agencies, NGOs and the World Bank or
development agency. Participation is conceived as "a process through which
stakeholders influence and share control over development initiatives and the
decisions and resources which affect them" (IBRD/World Bank 1996:3). In
recognizing a broader range of “stakeholders”, or social actors and institutions,
playing parts in development activities, the Wold Bank advocates a much
more collaborative definition of participation:
the stakeholders conduct the analysis and diagnosis collaboratively...
the stakeholders collaboratively set objectives...
collaborative create a strategy...
collaboratively formulate project tactics (p.3, their emphasis).
Within this collaborative process the World Bank still places much emphasis
on enabling the poor to participate, primarily through investment in health and
education services and support for community organizations. In theory at least,
this approach does not rest on naïve assumptions about the political power and
interests of different stakeholders. Rather, the World Bank explicitly
acknowledges that “different stakeholders have different levels of power,
different interests, and different resources" (p.7).
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Participation and Power: Arnstein’s “Ladder of Citizen Participation”
A review of approaches to participation in community development and
political activism in Western, industrialized countries is beyond the scope of
this study, but of course there are many links between development discourse
as applied in ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ countries. For example, in the
West notions of community organization and participatory democracy became
influential in the New Left and the flourishing ‘new social movements’ of the
1960s and 1970s (student, peace, feminist and, later, ecology movements) and
subsequently were exported to the developing world by church organizations,
NGOs, academics and aid agencies, among others (see Mi singham
forthcoming).
Writing about urban community development in the United States during the
late 1960s, Arnstein (1969) argued that participation must be understood in
terms of efforts to change social relations of power and inequality.
Participation, she wrote, means “the redistribution of power that enables have-
not citizens, presently excluded from the political and economic process, to be
deliberately included in the future" (Arnstein 1969:216). Arnstein’s argument
is that participation can encompass a whole range of processes in which poor
people act collectively for a purpose, but that the most effective form of
participation is when they acquire power, autonomy and resources in the
process.
In order to illustrate her argument about the range of collective processes that
participation can encompass, Arnstein presents a “ladder of citizen
participation” with eight levels to represent different degrees of power that
citizens groups exercise within a program or institution. Each rung
corresponds "to the extent of citizen's power in determining the plan and/or
program" (Arnstein 1969:217):
citizen control degree of citizen power
delegated power
partnership
placation degree of tokenism
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consultation
informing
therapy nonparticipation
manipulation
Many writers have put forward similar arguments and analysis in the ‘Third
World’ development literature. For instance Carter (1996) considers the range
of meanings and practices that participation can cover in development
discourse, and presents a table similar to Arnstein’s ladder which categorizes
local people’s participation according to the degree of outsider control. Her six
categories, running from total control by outsiders (eg government officials,
development agency) to least control, are:
Cooption, cooperation, consultation, collaboration, co-learning, collective
action.
Furthermore, Arnstein’s emphasis on power finds parallels in more recent
radical conceptions of participation in the development literature. As Oakley
(1991:3) writes, “Poverty is not just a lack of physical resources for
development; it also implies powerlessness or the inability to exert influence
upon the forces which shape one’s livelihood”. Overcoming poverty, and
changing the political-economic stru tures which maintain it, therefore,
necessarily means challenging existing power relations. Thus, the discourse of
participation as a process of empowerment emphasizes the political
dimensions of development and advocates motivating and supporting groups
of poor or disadvantaged people to organize and act collectively for change
(Oakley and Marsden 1984; Oakley 1991; Friedmann 1992; Thomas 1992;
Cheater 1999). Oakley and Marsden identify three main elements of
participation as empowerment: some outside agency helps initiate and
supports the participatory process, people sharing the same socio-economic
position form groups or local organizations, they are provided with non-formal
education and experience a process of consciousness raising (1984:27). Delion
( 1986, quoted in Oakley 1991:195) argues that participation is empowering in
three main ways:
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- power through greater confidence in their [poor people’s] ability to
take action successfully;
- power through increasing relations they establish with other
organizations, thus broadening their basis of operation;
- power as a result of their increasing access to the economic
resources, eg credit and inputs, which will help their development.
Closely associated with the empowerment discourse and its concern with
power relations has been a debate over who can act as the appropriate agency
to facilitate and support participatory development. Oakley (1991:21) sums up
the debate:
A major controversy around the practice of participation concerns the
potential role for government and the extent to which it can facilitate or
is an inevitable obstacle to a process of participation. The issue is
controversial for two main reasons. First, in the analysis employed by
some studies, government and its bureaucratic apparatus are seen as
essentially hostile to the whole notion of reducing central control,
devolving decisions to local level and supporting demands, made by
rural people for the kinds of radical changes that might be required to
find lasting solutions for the poverty they suffer. Second, in many
regions it could be argued that it is the government which is the basic
instrument for maintaining the status quo and, correspondingly, for
perpetuating the wretched quality of poor people's lives. Implicit in a
genuine government concern for participation are such bureaucratic
mechanisms as decentralisation and local-level planning structures; yet
the evidence suggests that few governments have willingly devolved
these bureaucratic controls to the local level. There is little in the
practice to date to suggest that many governments have committed
themselves to supporting moves to promote mass involvement in
development processes.
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Participation in Sustainable Development and Environmental
Management
People’s participation in the management, use and conservation of their local
resources is now widely regarded as an indispensable element of sustainable
development (Ghai and Vivian 1992; Ascher 1995; Hinchcliffe, Guijt et al.
1995; Sharp 1995; Carter 1996; Borrini- Feyerabend 1997). Advocates argue
that if people participate in the management, control and use of their local
natural resources then they have a vested interest in the conservation and
sustainable development of those resources. Generally the approaches
described and advocated in the literature draw directly on the participatory
development discourses and methods summarized above; that is, they
emphasize development as a social and learning process, involvement of local
people in all aspects and stages of a project or program through community
organizations, and the flexible and supportive role of the development agency.
In this section I briefly review some recent, representative examples from the
development literature.
Like the term ‘participation’, the meaning of ‘sustainability’ in development
discourse is often ambiguous and is strongly contested and debated in the
literature (Redclift 1992). In a recent book on participatory forestry, Carter
(1996) provides a useful discussion of the ambiguous meaning of
‘sustainability’ and its links with participation. She presents several definitions
of sustainability, pointing out that the term is used in different ways within
different disciplinary perspectives. For instance, the World Commission on
Environment and Development's definition is often quoted: "Sustainable
development is development that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs"
(WCED 1987, quoted in Carter 1996:6). Local people may hold a similar
view, while foresters have traditionally focussed on cycles of felling or
harvest. Conservationists emphasize maintaining bio-diversity. Economists
employ a definition that relates overall management costs to production profits
over time. Recent approaches in rural development emphasize institutional
sustainability, that is, the tendency for local people and local institutions to
maintain forestry activities after outside assistance has finished (a definition
that directly links it participation). Moreover, sustainability can really only be
proved with hindsight; in other words we assess sustainability on the basis of
ICAM WORKING PAPER Draft 2000/01                                                                    11
judgements/predictions about the future, which is very difficult given the
range of factors which affect environmental change (Carter 1996:6).
In the end, Carter settles on 5 characteristics of "participatory and sustainable"
forestry:
- Local people are committed to maintaining the forest resource, have
an active role in forest management decisions, and have (or are
developing) the necessary skills for this.
- Tenure of the forest is secure, ideally... being vested in the local
people themselves.
- Forest product harvesting is at levels that do not damage the
productive potential of the resource, and can be maintained
indefinitely.
- The economic aspects of production... appear to be viable for the
foreseeable future, with a fair share of the benefits accruing to the
local population.
- Institutional structures [at both the local and national levels] support
a participatory approach... (Carter 1996:7).
Two recent books published by the World Conservation Union (IUCN)
present the case for people’s participation in the management and conservation
of protected areas, and practical strategies of implementation (Borri i-
Feyerabend 1996; Borrini- Feyerabend 1997). Borrini- Feyerabend (1997:26)
defines participation in terms of people "taking part, sharing, acting together"
and focuses most attention on the need for involvement of “local people”. The
approach adopted here, however, is very similar to the concept of “stakeholder
participation” advocated by the World Bank (mentioned above). That is, the
writers recognize the involvement and importance of several different social
actors or stakeholders, and emphasize collaborative processes. For instance,
Borrini-Feyerabend defines 'collaborative management' of protected areas in
terms of
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a partnership by which stakeholders agree on sharing among
themselves the management functions, rights and responsibilities for a
territory or set of resources under protected status. The stakeholders
primarily include the agency in charge and various associations of
local residents and resource users, but can also involve non-
governmental organizations, local administrations, traditional
authorities, research institutions, businesses, and others (1996:3).
According to Borrini- Feyerabend (1997) participation contributes to the
success of conservation projects in several significant ways. When local
people participate they contribute their local knowledge, skills and resources;
that is, local human resources and knowledge can be more efficiently
mobilized. Moreover, if local people are involved in monitoring the
development activities then this results in more accountable development.
Participation assures the "sustainability of a conservation initiative… local
people are... the most directly interested in the positive results of
[conservation] initiatives. When people initiate them or participate in setting
them up; when they invest their own hopes and resources in them, they are
likely to remain motivated to sustain them in the long run" (Borrini-
Feyerabend 1997:26).
Furthermore, participation directly benefits local people as well. In
participating they acquire new skills, knowledge, and organizing skills which
may contribute to local equity and self-reliance. (27).
The International Institute for Environment and Development (IIED) recently
conducted research on “the economic, social and environmental impacts of
participatory watershed development” in rural development projects in Latin
America, The Philippines, Australia, Africa and south Asia. Their findings are
summarized in a short booklet published by the IIED (Hinchcliffe, Guijt et al.
1995). The booklet begins with a brief review of the reasons for turning to
participatory approaches in watershed development, arguing that top-down,
authoritarian development of watersheds has proved to be largely
unsustainable. Facing authoritarian imposition of development that was
sometimes inappropriate to local conditions, and excluded from control and
decision-making, local people often actively resisted the environmental
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management techniques and at the very least held no interest or motivation in
sustaining them beyond the life of the particular project (p.4).
The paper defines Participatory Watershed Development in the following
terms:
- Local communities are fully involved in the analysis of their own soil
and water conservation problems. Decisions are made with their
active participation.
- The role of the external support organisation is as a facilitator of
analysis and a catalyst for action, building on the local knowledge,
needs and opportunities of the communities. It can help form local
institutions and groups to manage the watershed and protect it on a
sustained basis. These local institutions are encouraged to develop
procedures and rules for management and create working capital for
sustaining operation of the groups...
- Farmer-to-farmer extension is a key process for passing information
to the catchment inhabitants...
- Project staff do not take a blueprint approach. Technologies selected
and crops encouraged depend on the individual needs of farmers….
- The emphasis is on the sustainability and equity of improvements,
rather than short-term benefits.... (H nchcliffe, Guijt et al. 1995:5).
At a general level, the research found the following benefits of participatory
development:
Economic benefits, such as increases in land value and demand for
labour; substantial increases in crop and livestock production...
increases in fodder and fuel production.... increases in the diversity of
crops grown. The overall result of these economic benefits was
increased livelihood security through the diversification of livelihood
sources.  Social benefits, such as greater self-confidence and sense of
cohesion in communities, reduced conflicts over resources, reduced
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out-migration, attention to the needs of landless groups... (Hinchcliffe,
Guijt et al. 1995:7).
Environmental benefits included reforestation, improved water supplies,
reduced soil erosion and reduced use of fertilizers and pesticides (p.7). The
paper gives a series of very brief case studies of participatory projects from its
many fieldsites and concludes with a useful list of recommendations for
supporting participatory processes.
PRA: Participatory Rural Appraisal
Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) has emerged out of a reconsideration of
methods of generating, analyzing and using data in rural development projects.
It has become very influential in development theory and practice (Chambers
1992; Pottier 1997). Chambers (1992:28-29) argues that PRA is particularly
useful in natural resources management. In Thailand, the Thai-German Project
(1998:12) adopted PRA in 1998 to promote greater community participation in
research and appraisal, but we have no detailed information about how PRA
has been interpreted or put into practice in that context. Chambers (1992) and
Mukherjee (1993) provide detailed explanations of the origins, theory and
practice of PRA, while Pottier (1997) and Rew (1997) give useful critiques
based on ethnographic case studies.
Conventional approaches to rural appraisal follow an "extractive" approach:
"The standard practice is for outsiders to come in and do their research on
people, after which they take away their data for analysis el ewhere" (Pottier
1997:204). PRA, on the other hand, requires professional researchers to
recognize that they are not ‘objective outsiders’ but rather powerful social
actors in the research and development process. Their research requires
interaction and collaboration with local people. Therefore, they bear ethical
responsibilities to the subject community. PRA changes the research ‘subjects’
into ‘fellow researchers’ with useful knowledge, analytical skills and insights,
and rights to own and use the data and research products (ibid.).
In the words of Mukherjee (1993:30) PRA is
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a methodology for interacting with villagers, understanding them and
learning from them. It involves a set of principles, a process of
communication and a menu of methods for seeking villagers'
participation in putting forward their points of view about any issue
and enabling them to [to] do their own analysis with a view to make
use of such learning...
Following Mukherjee (p.32-33), PRA applies the following principles:
Learning through participation - PRA begins with the assumption that rural
people possess experiences, knowledge, points of view, opinions and
aspirations that are useful and worth gathering. Gathering this knowledge
therefore requires an interactive and collaborative process.
Optimal Ignorance - This applies to the development facilitators and seems to
mean having a pragmatic attitude about the kinds of information and
knowledge worth gathering and not expecting inappropriately high levels of
precision.
Seeking Diversity - PRA emphasizes and analyses difference and diversity.
Triangulating - PRA crosschecks the reliability and validity of data by
triangulating; that is, by using various methods and/or different sources to
check data.
PRA requires the cooperative participation of local people and their
willingness to share and communicate their knowledge and ideas. As with
other participatory approaches mentioned above, advocates of PRA see it as a
social/learning process  requiring flexibility and compromise on the part of
facilitators. Thus, the “process of communication” depends on appropriate
behavior by the PRA facilitator (researcher) to build rapport and a spirit of
“mutual sharing” with villagers (Mukherjee 1993).
PRA includes a wide range of methods for stimulating local people’s
participation and communication. Mukherjee (1993) and Chambers (1992)
each include extensive lists of methods and practical suggestions for
implementation. The facilitator aims to create a situation in which local people
actually do the investigation and analysis themselves, with the support and
assistance of PRA facilitators. Methods include:
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Use of diagrams and maps when possible and convenient to promote
discussion, analysis and consensus
Observation (participant observation)
Semi-structured interviews
Maps and Models - produced by villagers
Transect walks and charts
Seasonal diagramming (charting)
Food calendars
Ranking and scoring - for eliciting people's priorities and preferences, for
instance a chart plotting different crop types against a series of criteria in order
to make an overall assessment; pairwise ranking
Wealth ranking and grouping
Individual farm maps
Case studies
Historical profiles - including historical transects, time lines, trends in crop
prices, cropping patterns etc
Mobility map - (e.g. village women and different activities such as work,
health, education etc)
Daily routine diagram
Livelihood analysis - e.g. using pie charts of sources of income, land
utilization etc
Flow diagrams - e.g. in analyzing causes and consequences of specific
problems and inter-linkages; impact analysis.
Some accounts and critiques of PRA in practice are now available in the
literature and I return to some of these in the next section (Gos link and
Strosser 1997; Jinapala, Brewer et al. 1997; Pottier 1997; Rew 1997).
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Gosselink and Strosser (1997) describe and discuss a case study of
"Stakeholder Participation in Watershed Management in Sri Lanka". In this
project relevant local officials, project staff, and local farmers participated in
preparing detailed maps "with information on landholding, land and water use,
main characteristics of the physical environment, information on production
and productivity, and major constraints of production and conservation
activities" (p.242). Importantly, the development team aimed to obtain the
commitment of participants to further actions for watershed conservation and
management. The process involved two stages: 1) development of a map of
the existing situation, which was actually prepared by a draftsman working
with the participants; 2) participation in preparing a map of “future
development of the watershed with clear environmental and production
objectives" (p.242). The information gathered was also entered into a GIS. The
authors conclude that "Improving communication between different actors and
increasing their joint understanding of specific local conditions are seen as the
major benefits obtained from this mixed participation" (p.242).
Sociological and Anthropological Critiques
A range of sociological and anthropological critiques of the theory and
practice of participation have been presented in the literature. Generally, social
science critiques analyze participation in relation to the social and institutional
contexts in which it is defined and practiced, in order to better understand who
has the power to define and delimit participation, who participates, who
benefits and who is excluded.
Many writers have pointed out that although the participation discourse
emerged from a radical critique of technocratic, top-down development, it was
quickly co-opted back into the rhetoric of states and international development
agencies as an instrumental technique to manage social change (Redclift
1992). That is, participation became conceived as a manageable ‘input’ to
development projects, with groundrules and goals previously set by the
development agency (Oakley and Marsden 1984; Oakley 1991). In Arnstein’s
terms this represents mobilization.
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Other writers analyze the problematic ways in which development discourse
defines the ‘people’ to participate. As Gardner (1996:112) writes, discourses
of participation often dissolve local heterogeneity “into vague notions of
‘community’ ” which mask social differences based on class, gender or age.
The work of Pottier (1997) and Rew (1997) illustrates how power and social
inequalities influence the process and outcomes of participatory forums and
meetings. Drawing on ethnographic case studies Pottier (1997) shows how
PRA workshops involving poor rural villagers are social encounters structured
by social codes, political power and role expectations. Similarly, Rew
(1997:100) argues that the practice of PRA, mainly through public meetings,
means that "the information is elicited in a social context where the influence
of power, authority and gender inequalities are great and highly likely to bias
the PRA results". In such official, public forums the voices of certain less
powerful groups, such as women, tend to be "muted" or silenced. Moreover,
some local people may resist expressing their "needs" for the very reason that
sometimes their own livelihoods depend on evading the surveillance and
intervention of state agencies (Rew does not express this as explicitly as this
but this seems to be what he implies). Finally, the preference towards
verbalized knowledge in PRA forums means that  some non-verbal forms of
knowledge may not be accessible (Rew 1997:100).
Mosse (1997) shows, through a case study of tank irrigation development in
India, that discourses of "community participation" can carry very narrow and
limiting conceptions of the "community". Such discourses ignore the history
and broader power r lations which form the background of a particular
community. As Mosse succinctly states, "Development projects are invariably
conceived as closed and controllable systems which isolate hypothesized
causal links in order to determine predictable outcomes from planned
inputs...They necessarily project static or 'steady state', ahistorical and
apolitical representations of rural society" (p.278). Mosse’s chapter is a good
example of a growing anthropological critique of development discourse and
practice that reveals the apolitical and historical nature of 'managerial'
approaches to participation.
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Participatory Development Policies in Thailand
The rhetoric of participation is prominent in the development discourses of the
Thai state. Indeed, these discourses have been promoted and acquired currency
throughout all levels of the state development bureaucracy, down to local
administration.
National Economic and Social Development Plans
By 1982 when the Fifth National Development Plan was produced it was
widely recognized that a large proportion of the population, particularly the
rural population of the Northeast, had failed to participate in the benefits of
Thailand's economic growth. In fact, a significant proportion of people had
slipped further into poverty. At his time the discourses of decentralization and
people's participation in the development process began to be emphasized in
the government's planning and policy documents, reflecting the criticisms and
analysis of Thai academics and intellectuals over the previous decade and the
discourses of international development organizations such as the World Bank
(Demaine 1986).
The current Eighth National Economic and Social Development Plan (1997-
2001) advocates policies of fully promoting and supporting "popular
participation". These policies are expressed explicitly in Part IV Chapter 2,
"Promoting Popular Participation and Upgrading the Capabilities of
Communities to Play Active Roles in Local Development", and in Part VI,
Chapter 3, "Promotion of Popular Participation in Natural Resource and
Environmental Management" (Government of Thailand nd).
The Plan does not explicitly define "participation" but the term is used here in
two broad senses: broadening political participation and local or community-
level participation. The theme of broadening political participation runs
through the Plan, and is expressed most explicitly in the Preamble and Part VII
on "Development of Popular Governance". The Plan advocates
democratization in terms of political and bureaucratic reform while keeping
well away from the terms 'democracy' or 'democratization'. The Preamble
speaks of two broad approaches: first, "good governance" which "involves the
strengthening of a truly harmonious relationship between the government and
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the people, through collaborative and participatory efforts of all parties in the
society, the provision of guarantees of freedom, human rights and equity, and
the settlement of conflicts through peaceful means" (iv). Second, the Plan calls
for reforms to the "public sector" (government bureaucracies) to make them
more transparent, accountable, less centralized and responsive to citizens'
needs. Civil and human rights, freedom and equality under the law should be
guaranteed. The plan emphasizes in several places the need for freedom of
information, public rights to consultation and participation in the appraisal of
the social and environmental impacts of development projects through public
hearings. Public participation in national development policy and planning
should also be encouraged through committees, community organizations,
community networks, NGOs, and private sector organizations (Part VIII, Ch.
4).
In the sections on rural development and natural resource management,
participation refers to processes enabling rural villagers to become more
involved in collective activities to improve their own livelihoods and local
economies (see particularly Part IV Chapter 2 “Promoting Popular
Participation and Upgrading the Capabilities of Communities to Play Active
Roles in Local Development"). The Plan focuses on community organizations
and NGOs as key elements of participation: "Make community organizations
the principle recipients of government support in the areas, in order to promote
participation by local people in the processes of decision-making,
implementation, monitoring and evaluation" of local development activities
(59-60). These “community organizations” are very broadly defined, including
"all types of popular organization",  "community funds", "natural resource and
environment funds" and cooperative schemes.
The Plan calls for greater participation of local people and community
organizations in the management of natural resources (Part VI, Ch. 3),
conforming very closely to the discourse on participation and sustainable
development reviewed above. For instance, it calls for the government to enact
the “Community Forest Legislation, in a form that is acceptable to all parties
concerned, so that local people will have legal rights to protect and utilize
community forests" (115).
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The plan advocates government support for participation in a range of ways,
including  provision of training and education to improve management skills,
occupational training, improving communications technology and
infrastructure, funding support for community organizations, support for
community business initiatives, promoting and encouraging private sector
involvement and investment, and supporting NGO activities. Moreover, it
recognizes the need for "Changing the attitudes of government officials and
upgrading the capacity of relevant government agencies for effective
cooperation with and facilitation of, local communities in conservation of
natural resources and environments in such a way that they will be of real
benefit to those communities" (115).
The Constitution
The latest Constitution of Thailand, promulgated after a wide process of public
consultation and participation during 1997, contains a number of provisions
designed to create a political and legal framework which encourages and
supports participation and participatory development. The most important of
these include:
Freedom of assembly and association (Section 45); the right of members of
"traditional" communities to conserve their local knowledge and culture, and
use and preserve their local natural resources and environment (Sn. 46);
freedom of information about the environmental and social effects of projects
and the right to express opinions in public hearings (Sn. 59).
Furthermore, there are a series of provisions which require the state to
"promote and encourage public participation" in policy and development
decisions (Sn. 76) and decentralize power (Sn. 78). Section 79 states
The State shall promote an[d] encourage public participation in the
preservation, maintenance and balanced exploitation of natural
resources and biological diversity and in the promotion, maintenance
and protection of the quality of the environment in accordance with
persistent [sustainable] development principle as well as the control and
elimination of pollution affecting public health, sanitary conditions,
welfare and quality of life (1997).
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Participatory Strategies in Highland Development Projects in
Northern Thailand
In this section I review approaches to participation applied in three recent and
influential bilateral development projects in the highlands of Northern
Thailand, based on available project documents and reports. The projects
reviewed are the Thai-Australia Highland Agriculture and Social Development
Project, Sam Mun Highland Development Project, and the Thai-German
Highland Development Programme.
All of these projects were implemented in similar contexts and pursued similar
objectives and goals. Their target communities were minority ethnic groups
living in fragile highland watershed areas, who cultivated and used opium, and
practiced swidden farming. The projects aimed to suppress narcotics
production and abuse, replace swidden agriculture with more productive,
sustainable cropping practices that could also contribute to forest regeneration,
and integrate the “illtribe” communities into national legal, administrative
and economic structures.
Thai-Australia Highland Agriculture and Social Development Project
The Highland Agricultural and Social Development Project began in 1979
with the goal to “generate improvements in the social and economic well
being of hill tribe communities within an environmentally sustainable
framework" (Thai Australia Highland Agricultural and Social Development
Project 1994:x). The project aimed to stabilize "defined food and cash crop
areas", reduce swidden area, conserve soil and water and improve soil fertility,
recover degraded forest, and enhance "government acceptance of the villagers'
desire to continue to live in Highland catchment and forest areas" (Thai
Australia Highland Agricultural and Social Development Project 1990:2). The
first phase of the project ran from 1979 to 1987 in 9 zones across 5 provinces
and "targeted about 306 villages and 52,000 people." The second phase ran
from 1988 to 1993 and "extended to a further 11 zones (in 6 provinces) and an
additional 273 villages with about 50,000 people" (x).
The project implemented a range of strategies and activities, including
agricultural extension and development "to improve food and cash generation
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through permanent farming systems which minimise deforestation and
erosion", social development through the provision of infrastructure such as
road improvement, improved water resources, health centres, primary schools,
support for securing Thai citizenship, and community development through
"emphasis on village group formation... including VRF committees [Village
Revolving Fund Committees], watershed development groups, village shop
committees, women and handicraft groups for income generation" (xii).
Participatory approaches to planning and implementation were promoted (Thai
Australia Highland Agricultural and Social Development Project 1994). The
strategies included:
Encouragement and support for a variety of community organizations and
groups, which are intended to be the agents for organized, collective and
cooperative action, and forums for agricultural extension and training. The
project aimed to have these groups institutionalized within the life of the local
communities and thus sustain their activities beyond the duration of the
particular project.
Village Revolving Fund Committees
Village Cooperatives Shops
Women’s Groups who were given training in Handicrafts for income
generation. Revolving funds were established to support women’s income
generating activities and were administered by women’s committee. One key
strategy adopted by the Project to promote women's participation was the
establishment of "activity-based community revolving funds" many of which
were managed by women's groups (Thai Australia Highland Agricultural and
Social Development Project 1993).
Perhaps most importantly, the project’s second phase initiated a process of
Participatory Watershed Planning and Management (which is similar to what
became called Participatory Land Use Planning in later projects such as Sam
Mun and Thai-German). This process followed a series of carefully planned
stages, which were facilitated by Project field coordinators. Much of the
success of the process relies on farmers’ motivations to participate. An
evaluation team from Chiang Mai University assessed the participatory
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watershed development program of TA-HASD Project. They found that while
many farmers initially participated because of their perception that this would
bring them some form of land security and access to citizenship, participation
promoted a widespread awareness and appreciation of the need for sustainable
and productive farming systems, and watershed conservation (Chiang Mai
University 1993).
Sam Mun Highland Development Project
The Sam Mun Project, funded by the UN International Drug Control Program,
was implemented from 1987 to 1994. The project targeted 60 “hilltribe"
villages, totaling over 11,000 people, in parts of Mae Hong Son and Chiang
Mai Provinces in an area which was regarded as the "single largest
commercial opium growing area (over 4,500 rai in 1987) in Thailand" (Sam
Mun Highland Development Project 1994:Preface).
The project aimed at improving the tribal people's quality of life by
means of integrated rural development with an emphasis on better
living conditions and health, sufficiency of food consumption, usufruct
land certificates for conducting agricultural pursuits, ability to properly
manage land, water and forest... as well as to support the Thai
government in their attempts to eradicate illegal opium cultivation and
to reduce the number of addicts in the project areas (ibid. p.4-5).
The Forestry Department administered the project, while the Office of the
Narcotic Control Board (ONCB) played a coordinating role. As the Project
acknowledges, since 1985, with the passage of new laws on watershed
classification, the Forestry Department exercises “a great deal of control over
the people living in the uplands” areas classified as protected watersheds (ibid.
Annex 5). The main thrust of the project seems to have been developing and
improving the capacity of relevant government agencies to provide services
and resources, carry out appropriate development work in the project area, and
to work together in a well-coordinated and cooperative manner. These
government agencies included the National Primary Education Commission,
the Non-Formal Education Department of the Ministry of Education, Ministry
of Public Health, Department of Local Administration (Ministry of Interior).
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Although project documents refer to "participation" in many places, this
project appears to have been strongly "top-down". Control and decision-
making rested with bureaucratic agencies. "Participation" in project documents
refers to the extent to which people in the target villages attended meetings,
training workshops and agricultural extension programs, and joined local
organized groups initiated and managed by government officials or project
development workers.
Citizenship
Perhaps the most important action supported by the project to enable
participation was the stated objective of extending formal citizenship to
minority people living in the project area. But even this needs to be assessed
from a critical perspective. It seems that there are several stages in the process
of granting citizenship. According to this report, prior to the project only 38%
of the population of 9,747 people held Thai citizenship. All unregistered
villagers were encouraged to register with the government to obtain Highland
Population Identity Cards which legally restrict their rights to relocate or to
travel outside their home province. Figures presented in the report are
confusing, but it seems that the majority who applied for Thai Nationality
were granted Tribal Registration (Tor Ror 13) and not full citizenship rights.
Community Organizations
The project promoted and supported the establishment of "community
organizations" as vehicles for local people to work together to plan and
implement development activities. These included: Village Committees,
Women's Groups, Youth Groups, Village Cooperatives.
Many communities in the Sam Mun project area were not official
'administrative villages' registered with the Ministry of Interior, and hence
unable to apply for or receive development resources or services usually
available through a whole range of state agencies and programs. Therefore,
Sam Mun and other highlands projects worked at encouraging and supporting
people in 'illegal villages' to set up appropriate administrative organs and
apply for registration. Thus the project helped institute Village Committees,
consisting of a village head, two assistants and other village representatives
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elected by the villagers, totaling 5-9 people depending on the population. The
Village Committee performs official administrative tasks, particularly to
administer the delivery of government services and resources, and to lead
development activities in the village according to village needs
(Roongruangsee 1995). In other words, this strategy concentrates on helping
communities to access more and better resources and services by
administrative and legal integration into the administrative structures of the
Thai state.
Watershed Networks
In an effort to promote local people's participation in collectively and
cooperatively managing local watersheds, the project initiated and supported
"Watershed Networks". "In each watershed, village-seminars were organized
to debate on economic, social, environmental problems affecting themselves
and ways to solve them" (Annex 4).  Villages located within a local watershed
selected representatives  to join a "Watershed Network Committee" (16).
These representatives were selected from the members of each Village
Committee. The Watershed Network Committee met to receive training about
Thai laws and regulations concerning watershed use, and to devise ways of
managing the watershed according to local needs. Each Committee laid down
rules and regulations for the management and use of resources, such as arable
land, forest, game animals, agricultural chemicals and runoff, within their
local watershed. This report does not mention whether such committees are
legally empowered under Thai law to make and enforce regulations like this,
but it seems unlikely.  This is probably why the Watershed Network
Committee works very closely with its Tambon Council.
Participatory Land Use Planning
The Sam Mun Project implemented PLUPM (nd), but as they provide little
detail in project documents I describe the process in greater detail in the
context of the Thai-German Project below.
Other Participatory Strategies
Study tours
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Village Level Coordinators
Fieldworkers of the Watershed Management Division in the Forestry
Department  acted as community coordinators, working closely with people in
their assigned villages and acting as the go-between between the project and
villagers. Each community coordinator was responsible for about three
villages. "He [sic] was ...organizer of the training when necessary or as
suitable for the community. He assisted in providing materials and equipment
and promoting agriculture in the community as well as being advisors and
information sources" (15). They also worked as secretaries for project
activities at the Tambon level (Sam Mun Highland Development Project
1994).
Thai-German Highland Development Programme
This is a bilateral project of the Thai and German governments. The goal of
the project was to "improve the quality of life" of highland people in target
communities, and address problems of narcotics cultivation and use through
sustainable rural development activities. This document does not explain how
target communities were selected, but all were in "hilltribe" ethnic minority
groups (Red and Black Lahu, Karen, Shan, Lisu and others) in three project
areas in the provinces of Chiang Rai and Mae Hong Son. The project began in
1981 (Thai-German Highland Development Programme 1998).
The principles and strategies of development applied have changed and
evolved during the course of the project. During the first decade of the project,
from 1981 to 1989, development workers followed an "integrated rural
development" approach.  From 1990 the project emphasized participation and
sustainability as key principles, strategies and goals.
The "Participatory Working Approach"
The approach to participation which project staff developed in the final phase
of the project, called the "Participatory Working Approach" encompasses
"participatory research," developing and supporting community-based
organizations and "people's organizations" to facilitate "participatory planning,
monitoring, and evaluation" of development activities.
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TG-HDP staff adopted the following definition of participation:
participatory development means that the local population is fully
involved from the beginning of the development activity until the end.
Steps include community analysis planning, decision making,
implementation and management, monitoring and evaluation, as well
as distributing the benefits (Thai-German Highland Development
Programme 1998:10).
They identify three groups of participants/stakeholders: villagers, project staff
and government development agencies.
The Participatory Working Approach includes 7 components or steps:
1. preparation by the developer;
2. building familiarity;
3. community analysis;
4. sharing data collected with the villagers;
5. group processes;
6. leadership and network development; and
7. summarizing lessons learned on a continual basis (Thai-German
Highland Development Programme 1998:11).
Rural System Analysis
By 1993 TG-HDP had adopted a method of community analysis called Rural
System Analysis (RSA). (Project documents mention that by 1998 they started
applying  Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) to enable greater community
participation, but give no details.) RSA is a process of data collection and
consultation with villagers by teams of 2-3 development workers with the
objectives of learning about "community resource use methods" and
identifying target groups in the village (ibid. p.12). It involves two levels of
investigation and analysis: Community (i.e. village) Level, and Household
Level.
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At the community level project staff use available censuses, statistics and
maps, as well as conduct surveys and interviews, group discussions, and
observations to investigate identified topics such as village history, natural
resources, group resources (existing organized groups), leadership and expert
resources, “creativity resources” (?). At the household level staff use
interviews and observations to investigate household structure, economic and
agricultural practices and use of labor throughout the year.
The second stage of RSA involves sharing data collected with the villagers.
Project staff regard this as a key part of the participatory process but,
unfortunately, they do not explain how this is managed. Project documents
state that it provided an opportunity to encourage the villagers to "analyze
their potential and limitations and then identify ways to make improvements"
as well as "learn from all target households what their aspirations for a better
life are" (Thai-German Highland Development Programme 1998:14). One
staff member actually questions the extent to which villagers actually
participate in RSA (ibid. p.12). Villagers participate by providing data in the
early stages, and by providing feedback and their own responses,
interpretations and opinions in the "Sharing Data" stage. The document
repeatedly states that the process "clarifies the identification of target groups"
but does not explicitly explain how. The case studies presented suggest that in
practice this meant identifying existing organized and active groups (for
example, Village Committees) to work with and support.
Community Organizations A d Group Processes
Like the Sam Mun Project, TG-HDP documents suggest that they worked
closely with pre-existing administrative organizations such as Village
Committees and Tambon Councils, as well as groups instigated by the state
such as village Women's Groups. Clearly the project needed to gain the
cooperation and involvement of local administrative organizations, but some
problems for seeing such institutions as venues for participation also need to
be raised. As Hirsch (1990:193) writes, "the reality of the functioning of the
VC [village committee] and TC [Tambon committee] as observed in Lan Sak
shows them to be more relevant as tools of state power at the village and
subdistrict level than as vehicles for articulation of community interests in
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dealings with the state authorities." Similarly, Hirsch (ibid:164) comments that
state initiated groups such as the Women’s Group allow officials to
appropriate and control the labour of village women for their own purposes.
The Project acknowledges these problems, stating that "working only with
formally-established organizations and, thus, not with the natural leaders and
the elders results in a low participation in the development process" (Thai-
German Highland Development Programme 1998).
From project documents it is difficult to gain a clear picture of who actually
participated apart from the official leadership. Certain groups (including those
emphasized in conventional development and participatory approaches) were
systematically targeted and encouraged to participate, including women,
youth, drug users (particularly because of the narcotics problems in many of
the villages) and farmers.
Apart from the formal, pre-existing groups, project staff organized meetings
and forums to discuss specific issues and action plans, and invited interested
villagers to participate. They also invited villagers to participate in study tours
sponsored by the project.
Participatory Land Use Planning and Management
According to project documents the TG-HDP developed a fairly sophisticated
and successful approach to Participatory Land Use Planning and Management
(PLUPM). The underlying principles of the project’s approach reflect the
influential discourse of participation and sustainability summarized earlier:
- conservation of natural resources in an area can only be successful
if the inhabitants have sufficient land for their livelihood,
- the planning of land use can become relevant only when farmers
have feasible alternatives of improved land use,
- the decision makers for appropriate land use in the highlands
should be the farmers themselves, since they know their areas best
and have a keen interest in protecting their environment. The role
of government official should be to provide sufficient information
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about the legal aspects of land use... (Thai-German Highland
Development Programme 1993:6).
As in the Thai-Australia and Sam Mun Projects, TG-HDP activities relied
heavily on a team of full-time development workers who organized meetings,
training seminars and so on, and arranged for relevant government officers to
attend and contribute. For instance, the PLUPM process was coordinated by
one TG staff member, who organized the Land Use Planning Team (LUPT) to
actually carry out the process. This LUPT consisted of the TG coordinator,
and local extension staff from government agencies including the Land
Development Station, Agricultural Office, Hilltribe Development and Welfare
Centre, Livestock Office, Fishery Office and Forestry Department (Thai-
German Highland Development Programme 1993). According to TG Project
guidelines they also involve local NGO representatives.
The PLUPM process aims to bring local villagers and government officials
together in a collaborative planning process involving negotiation and conflict
resolution. The process, according to TG-HDP documents (Thai-German
Highland Development Programme 1995), entailed the following steps:
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Step 1:
A Land Use Planning Team is established to support the PLUPM.
Village identification
Step 2:
Introduction to village
Use of maps and 3D topographical models of local landscape to facilitate
discussion of local land use and management (Thai-German Highland
Development Programme 1998).
Step 3:
Land use discussions
Land use categories
Land use regulations (local) discussions
Transect walks looking at land use, soils etc eliciting knowledge from farmers
Discussion and planning of ways to improve Natural Resource management
Step 4:
Accurately map land use, to produce maps illustrating present land use and
management plan to higher authorities
Set up village regulations
Inter-village meetings to address conflicts, inter-village watershed
management system
Step 5:
Communication and meetings with provincial officials such as Governor's
executive officer, Provincial Hilltribe Committee
Submit Land use plan and request legal ratification from relevant government
authority.
A review by the Thai-German Project of the participatory land use planning
process includes some very useful evaluations and assessments of an actual
CLM process based on participants observation, interviews and discussions
with participants (Thai-German Highland Development Programme 1993).
This report suggests that the TG Project had difficulty in changing the
attitudes of government officials to have them understand and support the
participatory and collaborative process intended. Some still viewed the process
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as top-down. Likewise, many farmers felt the same way, and did not feel that
their political position in relation to state officials was any different and hence
failed to take advantage of the opportunity to express their needs and claims as
stakeholders. This seems to have been reinforced by the formal, agenda-driven
meetings, which were no doubt chaired and dominated by members of the
LUPT.
The Thai-German Project also notes that many villagers were motivated to
participate in the process by expectations that they would gain some form of
land tenure or land use documents, but in most cases this was not achieved.
Even after the participatory process many villagers continued to face the
problem of lacking land title or secure land tenure, and the threat of relocation
policies from prescribed areas such as "Wildlife Sanctuaries" continued (Thai-
German Highland Development Programme 1995).
NGO Perspectives
There is no single, cohesive NGO perspective on participation as the NGO
movement in Thailand is very diverse in terms of types of organization,
ideology and constituency. Nevertheless, among rural development NGOs and
those who work with the poor more generally a fairly consistent conception of
participation has been adopted and promoted. This development NGO
discourse has been directly influenced by radical ideas about participation and
empowerment (reviewed earlier in this paper) that have been widely
disseminated through international NGO networks and development-aid
funding agencies. Its elements have all been mentioned above: NGO workers
encourage local people to organize collectively in community organizations,
through which they learn to collectively analyze their situation and problems,
make plans and take action. This approach to participation is closely linked to
NGO criticisms of the environmental and social impacts of state policies of
industrialization and free market, economic growth-oriented models of
development, and advocacy to protect the interests and livelihoods of poor
rural villagers (small-scale or subsistence farmers) (Prasart et 1995; Jumbala
and Mitprasat 1997).
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In the 1990s the NGO approach has broadened to promoting networking
among local organizations and participation in regional and national people’s
organizations that draw in members with common interests (for example the
Assembly of Small-Scale Farmers of the Northeast, and the Assembly of the
Poor). These networks and people’s organizations campaign on national policy
issues affecting their members and have proved effective organizations for
building alliances between rural villagers and the poor, NGOs (pre-dominantly
middle class) and other sectors of society and the state (Thai Development
Support Committee 1997:13; Missingham forthcoming).
A recent chapter by Santasombat (1995) provides an excellent, and succinct
summary of a widely held Thai NGO perspective on participation and
sustainable  development. Sa asombat argues that
sustainable development means enhancing the capacity of local
people's organizations to manage and control their natural resources on
a long term basis, by strengthening development potential, supporting
equity and fostering empowerment. In this light, environmental
degradation is notseen as a problem of the relationship between people
and their habitats... but of the relationship among people (and sectors)
competing for access to productive resources. If environmental
degradation is to be addressed, increasing attention must be paid to
alleviating rural poverty and strengthening livelihood security and the
local production system (Santasombat 1995:15, emphasis in original).
This perspective includes advocacy for policy and legal recognition of "local
wisdom, knowledge and expertise in natural resource management" and the
rights of local people's organizations to manage and control their own
resources. Therefore, this also involves a strong critique of centralized,
bureaucratic regulation and control of resource access and land rights, and
calls for decentralization and redistribution of authority and power to local
levels. Santasombat illustrates this NGO approach with a case study of
Community Forestry.
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